Autonomic dysfunction in patients with dementia of the Alzheimer type.
Abnormalities of the noradrenergic system have been documented in the central nervous system of patients with dementia of the Alzheimer's type (DAT). To evaluate the autonomic sympathetic system in DAT, we measured lying and standing blood pressure (BP), pulse, and plasma epinephrine (E) and norepinephrine (NE) in 60 DAT patients (mean age +/- SD = 65 +/- 8 years), and 20 normal elderly controls. DAT patients had normal baseline findings (BP, pulse, NE, and E). Upon standing, plasma NE and E significantly increased in both DAT patients and controls, without group differences. However, the systolic BP response to standing was reduced in DAT patients compared with the normal controls (repeated measures ANOVA, p < 0.01). This impaired response of the systolic BP on standing was particularly evident in DAT patients with symptoms of depression. Severely impaired DAT patients did not differ in E, NE, BP, pulse, or in orthostatic changes from mild-to-moderately impaired patients. These results suggest that the sympathetic response to the stress of standing is functionally impaired in DAT. This deficit was especially evident when DAT was accompanied by depression, consistent with prior studies in non-demented depressed patients.